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What is the Retirement Earnings Test?
What to know about Social Security heading into retirement

If you are planning on drawing on your Social Security benefits before you reach the full retirement
age, you will need to take the Retirement Earnings Test. The results of this test will have a significant
impact on the money you are able to draw to supplement your income leading into your official
retirement.

Normal retirement age

Before considering the Social
Security earnings tests, it’s
important that you have a firm
understanding of what the normal
retirement age is. The Social
Security Administration handily
breaks down normal retirement age
by the year in which you were born.
If you were born between 1943 and
1954, you can retire when you
reach the age of 66. For those born
between 1955 and 1959, your
official retirement age increases by
two months per additional year —
someone born in 1955 would retire
at 66 years and two months,
someone born in 1956 would retire
at 66 years and four months and so
on. Anyone born from 1960 on can
expect to retire at 67 years old.

Early retirement age

Per the SSA, 62 years old is the earliest you can draw from your Social Security retirement benefits.
Early withdrawal of benefits results in a reduction of your benefit amount, and that reduction increases
the later you were born. An individual born in 1960 or after who would draw out Social Security
beginning at 62 would see a monthly benefit reduction of 30 percent in the first year, about 25 percent
at age 63, about 20 percent at age 64, about 13.3 percent at age 65 and about 6.7 percent at age 66.
You will see a similar reduction in benefits for each year of early withdrawal if you are receiving
spousal benefits.

The SSA notes that the reduction in benefits prior to reaching NRA is not indicative of lost benefits.
Rather, the withheld amount will be added to your monthly benefit after you reach NRA. In most
cases, a beneficiary who draws benefits earlier will regain most if not all benefits withheld in the years
before reaching NRA.

The Retirement Earnings Test

The Retirement Earnings Test is only something that you need concern yourself with if you plan on
withdrawing your retirement benefits prior to the normal retirement age. Because you will still be
working in some capacity, the RET allows an exemption of up to $46,920 for those reaching NRA in



working in some capacity, the RET allows an exemption of up to $46,920 for those reaching NRA in
2019 and up to $17,640 for those reaching NRA after 2019.

You can still withdraw Social Security benefits if you make more than the exempted amount, but you
will have $1 in benefits withheld for every $2 in excess earnings if you are achieving full retirement
age after 2019 and $1 in benefits withheld for every $3 in excess earnings if you are achieving full
retirement age in 2019.

Your maximum exemption includes any money that the IRS would consider earned income; wages
and disability count toward your exemption, but interest and dividends earned on your retirement
portfolio, child support, alimony and unemployment benefits do not.

Early Social Security benefit withdrawal can be a great boost to help you get to the finish line before
you reach full retirement age, but it helps to know what withdrawing early entails and how it might
affect your plans. If you are still not positive whether early Social Security withdrawal is appropriate for
your situation, speak with your retirement planner.
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Start the New Year off Right with These Savings Tips
Fresh financial habits to maximize your savings

A new year is a great time for a money makeover. If you struggle with saving, or want to save even
more than you do already, here are seven strategies worth implementing. 

30-day rule

According to The Simple Dollar
contributor Trent Hamm, one of the
simplest ways to avoid impulse
purchases is to apply the 30-day
rule. Like its name implies, this rule
involves waiting a period of 30
days to decide on whether or not to
make a purchase. Observing this
rule each month is a great way to
build a long-term habit of making
delayed purchasing decisions.

Shopping lists

Whether you’re grocery shopping
or clothes shopping, an easy way
to avoid unplanned purchases is to
make a list, as Hamm advises.
Make sure to stick to the list and
turn a blind eye to anything not on
it. This strategy will help you buy
only the food and clothing you need, rather than splurging on junk food that you might not eat or
trendy apparel that you might only wear a few times.

Nights in

While having a night out with your partner or friends can be refreshing, it can be a pricey habit. Hamm
recommends limiting evening outings by opting for alternative entertainment and food at home. Try
having a game or trivia night, or an appetizer potluck, with friends the next time you crave a
get-together.

Pay down your debts

School loans and credit cards can have high interest rates that add up over time. Kimberly Palmer,
contributor with U.S. News & World Report, advises to pay down your debts as soon as possible to
maximize savings. If you’re not sure where to start, begin with the loans or accounts that have the
highest interest rates.

Master the art of sewing

Knowing how to sew can help your wardrobe last longer and reduce the need to buy new clothes, as
Hamm articulates. For starters, learn how to sew a hem, mend a tear and hem a pair of pants. If you
have the discipline and time, learn how to do basic alterations to save even more by not having to go
to a tailor the next time you need a piece of clothing taken in (or out).



to a tailor the next time you need a piece of clothing taken in (or out).

Use automatic deposits

Put modern banking methods to use by setting up automatic deposits into your savings account, each
time you get a paycheck. Per The Balance contributor Joshua Kennon, it’s an easy way to stay on
track with your saving goals. It’s also a good idea to have the savings account with a separate
financial institution than your checking account, as Michele Lerner with Money Crashers recommends.
That way, it’s a bit harder to access the funds for nonessential items, the next time you feel like
making an impulse buy.

Make your own meals

Frequently eating out can take a toll on your savings. Palmer recommends cooking your own meals
regularly, to reduce monthly food costs. She also suggests implementing budget-friendly dishes —
like soup and pasta — into your meal plan, to save even more money.

By applying these seven tips, you’re well on your way to a more lucrative new year — and building
healthier financial habits that will pay off in the years to come.
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Staying Focused as a Small-Business Owner
How to remain aware of operations on macro and micro levels

Everyone gets distracted from time to time. For those running small businesses, distractions are not
only more frequent but also more detrimental to success. Staying focused is a key tool every
small-business owner should have in their toolbox.

Fewer is better

Most successful business owners
agree that starting something is
easy, but finishing it is hard. Apple
CEO Tim Cook once explained that
one of the core principles Steve
Jobs instilled in the company was
the need to stay focused on doing
only what you do best. “It’s easy to
add … it’s hard to stay focused,” he
said in a Charlie Rose interview.
“And so the hardest decisions we
make are all the things not to work
on.”

For startups, discovering the one
thing that will make you stand out
and that customers will value is
crucial to success. Attempting to
do too many things at once will
fracture your attention and also
your budget and other resources.
It’s better to focus on a single service at first. “Google started by performing searches, Amazon sold
books and Airbnb enabled homeowners to rent out rooms. None of them had to fulfill more than those
core functions to be successful,” wrote Next-Insurance CEO and co-founder Guy Goldstein in a March
2018 article for Entrepreneur.

Working to provide the best product in a specific niche is much easier and will set you apart more
than trying to tackle too many things at once. Branching out should come much later when you have
already found success.

Daily focus

Focusing on the big picture is important, but as a small business owner, you also need to stay focused
as an individual on the micro scale. That is to say, you need to be able to focus during daily tasks or
meetings, to get through the day productively without getting bogged down by the myriad of
distractions facing small-business owners. Entrepreneur.com asked 40 entrepreneurs what they did to
stay focused throughout the day, and though the answers varied, three common themes ran through
the core of most: break down tasks, put the phone away and stay active.

Break down tasks

There are many reasons to break down tasks into steps. Many people simply find it helpful to break



down workload into digestible chunks. This allows you to focus on one task — and one task only — at
a time. You’ll get more done by arranging your day’s work sequentially than by trying to do everything
simultaneously. You can also break down tasks that would normally take a long time into smaller,
more easily-manageable nuggets. “I try to break everything into small tasks,” said Luis von Ahn,
co-founder and CEO of Duolingo. “I’m not good at doing things that take months, but I am good at
doing things that take a half an hour. I break things down into 15- to 30-minute pieces.”

Put the phone away

Many entrepreneurs find it beneficial to take time away from devices and screens. Some elect not to
check their email more than once an hour, while others simply dedicate a specific time of the day to
responding to them. Others take the more drastic measure of outright deleting the email app from
their phone to minimize distractions. “I removed both Safari and the news app from my phone,” said
Lyft co-founder and President John Zimmer. “Reducing noise from my phone makes it so when I’m in
a meeting, for example, I’m the most focused.”

Stay active

Medical scientists say that exercise helps improve and maintain memory and concentration, and many
entrepreneurs concur that going outside and staying active helps them retain their focus. “I wake up
and go for a run in Central Park every day,” BANDIER founder Jennifer Bandier said in a December
2015 interview for BusinessInsider. “Having an hour dedicated to fitness and well-being allows me to
focus more intently on my work-related tasks for the remainder of the day.” Many entrepreneurs find
that they come back to their work with more clarity and focus after having exercised, or even simply
after having taken some time for themselves.

As a small-business owner, it’s important to stay focused both on the big picture and on the smaller
tasks in front of you every day. In both cases, avoiding multitasking is key. Do everything one step at
a time, delegate or postpone distractions to a more convenient time and stay on top of your own
physical wellbeing.
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Free Tax Preparation Assistance
See if You Qualify

 Certified volunteers, sponsored by various
organizations, receive training to help prepare and
electronically file basic tax returns in communities
across the country. VITA sites are located at
community and neighborhood centers, libraries,
schools, and other convenient locations. Besides
the 12 locations that Connecting for Good
operates, there are also 5 local libraries that are
free tax preparation sites as well. You can find the
VITA locations flyer (English and Spanish) for the
twelve Connecting for Good locations here , as
well as hours and ways to set an appointment.
You can also call 2-1-1 for help. You can also
access all of this information on the Connecting for

Good website here. Make sure and ask your tax preparer about the Earned Income Tax Credits
(EITC). 

What to Bring

A Social Security card or Individual Taxpayer Identification # (ITIN) for each family member
Valid picture ID (driver’s license, state ID, passport, matrícula consular, etc.) for all taxpayers
W-2 forms for all jobs worked
All 1099 forms for other income, if any
Child care provider name, address, and tax ID
Any other tax-related documents received
Form 1098 or other education-related documents
Bank account information for direct deposit
A copy of last year’s tax return (if available)
All adults on return need to be present to sign.
1095-A form from the health insurance marketplace if applicable)

Do it Yourself

Want to prepare your federal and state returns for free yourself online? If your total income (including
your spouse’s income, if applicable) is less than $66,000, you qualify. Go to www.myfreetaxes.com  to
get started!

(information and photos for this article came from the Connecting for Good website)
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How to Avoid Germs in the Workplace
Increase your chances at staying healthy at work

The holiday season might be over, but cold and flu season certainly isn’t. You might notice bags
around your coworkers’ eyes, series of sneezes, coughing tantrums that never cease and a stack of
wadded-up tissues congesting their waste baskets. All you can hope for is that no one on your team
comes to the office with the flu.

Regardless of the influx of
sicknesses going around at work,
you can fight back without hurting
your sick coworkers. Here are
some ways you can win the battle
between wellness and illness and
stay your healthy self at this time of
year.

Hands off face: If you must
touch your face, make sure
your hands are clean first.
Also, avoid biting your
fingernails.
Get some fresh air: If your
workplace isn’t well
ventilated, you are probably
breathing in air that is
loaded with viruses and
bacteria. If you work in a
private room with a window,
open it up, even if it cold outside. If you are not near any windows, take a brief walk outside.
Wash your hands: If you use a restroom — public or private — wash your hands. If you are
getting ready to eat a meal, scrub up with soap. A bottle of hand sanitizer with 60 percent
alcohol is also a great ally to keep at your desk.
Live clean: Inform your coworkers about germs in the workplace, but don’t just teach
cleanliness; model it. Tidy up your workspace, use disinfecting wipes and sneeze into your
sleeve and not your hand. One example living out the definition for cleanliness goes a long
way.
Work from home: Not every business offers work from home days, but if yours does, take
advantage of it. Also, if you have vacation days and “the plague” is going around the office,
now might be the best time to take some time off work for the sake of your health.
Get the flu shot: Perhaps the easiest way out of catching the plague is getting the flu shot. Talk
to your doctor today to learn more about what options are available for you.

While you cannot control the germs of others, you can be your own superhero and save yourself the
trouble of nursing yourself back to health and avoid germs in your workplace.
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Tips for Beating the Winter Blues
Ward off the winter doldrums with these healthy habits

Are you missing the sun and cursing the cold? Do holiday stress and shorter days have you feeling
grumpy and lethargic? Try these tips and say goodbye to the winter blues. If you’re experiencing
symptoms of something more serious — such as depression or Seasonal Affective Disorder — be
sure to seek advice and treatment from your doctor.

Brighten your day

On dark winter days, a little extra
daylight can make a major
difference. When possible, open
the curtains or sit close to a
window to soak up some natural
light, which produces serotonin that
can help boost your mood. For
dark mornings, try a dawn
simulator to gradually light up your
bedroom as you awaken. For your
workplace or living room, you can
also buy artificial lights that
simulate natural light.

Get some exercise

It’s tempting to stay indoors on the
couch when the weather is cold
and gray, but a short exercise
session might be just what you
need instead. Everyday Health
recommends at least 20 daily minutes of brisk activity to help lift your mood and reduce stress. When
you can, get that exercise outside — even if it’s only a short walk. You’ll reap the benefits of
movement, and you’ll also add some much-needed natural light to your day.

Sleep well

As the days get shorter and chillier, make sure you’re getting all the sleep you need each night — at
least seven or eight hours’ worth. Dr. Jacqueline Gollan, a professor of psychiatry at Northwestern
University, tells Everyday Health that it’s important to follow a regular sleep schedule. If possible, go to
bed at the same time every night and get up at the same time every morning, even on weekends. This
will help stabilize your sleep cycle as you get used to darker days.

Eat well

Eating healthy food can help improve your outlook when winter gets you down. According to
Healthline, some of the best mood-boosting foods you can eat include lean proteins, leafy greens,
milk and eggs, berries, bananas and even an occasional serving of dark chocolate. These foods
contain vitamins and nutrients like omega-3 fatty acids, folic acid, vitamin D and vitamin B-12 to
nourish your mind and body. At the same time, try to cut back on fast food and sugary desserts. The
temporary lift you get isn’t worth the long-term health drawbacks.



Spend time with others

This winter, resist the urge to hibernate and isolate yourself from friends and family. Clinical
psychologist Josh Klapow tells Huffington Post that connecting with others can be a good way to lift
your mood and prevent feelings of depression. You don’t have to be the life of the party to benefit,
either: Even a brief period of social interaction, like lunch with a friend or an afternoon of volunteering,
can make your winter blues more bearable.

Don’t let winter’s frigid gloom ruin the season for you. Following these tips can help restore your
energy and lift your spirits — and before you know it, spring will be here once again.  
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